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F. Marion Crawford’s Lecture Tour

1897 -1898
John Pilkington, Jr.

of the Civil War the
which had served as
an instrument of adult education to vast numbers of Americans, under
went notable changes.1 James Redpath made it more a vehicle of
entertainment than of education and established the position of lecture
manager through whom local lyceums could secure popular speakers.
After Redpath’s withdrawal from active participation in the lyceum
in 1875, Major James Burton Pond became the greatest of all lecture
managers. He continued the trend, initiated by Redpath, toward
commercialization and achieved considerable national fame and literary
importance through his successful management of a long list of politi
cal and literary personages. Three years before his death in 1903,
Pond published a series of reminiscences of persons whose lecture tours
he had managed.2 In one of these sketches he briefly described the
coast-to-coast lecture tour of Francis Marion Crawford during the
winter of 1897-1898. Pond’s short summary has remained the only
published account of this lecture tour.3
Crawford, then at the height of his popularity as a novelist whose
Italian and American stories had fascinated readers for almost two
s, agreed with Pond upon the terms of the lecture series by the
middle of March, 1897, when The Critic announced that he would
deliver a hundred lectures in the fall of that year.4 Earlier Crawford
had written his friend, Mrs. Isabella Stewart Gardner of Boston, that
the close
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he would lecture on the lives and surroundings of early Italian artists
and about Italian home life in the Middle Ages.5 For both parties
there was good reason for satisfaction about the proposed venture.
Pond, on his part, knew what he was getting, for during the winter
of 1892-1893 Crawford had given under Pond’ management a series
of readings from his novels. Although critics had not praised Craw
ford’s performances very highly, he had proved to be a good attraction
by virtue of his fame as a novelist. Moreover, Pond, who doubtless
kept a shrewd glance on current fiction, would have known that the
best-seller lists were then full of historical novels, some of the most
popular of which dealt with Italy. For Pond, therefore, Crawford was
a good business risk
of his fame and the popularity of his
subject matter.
For Crawford, the lecture tour seemed to have a number of ad
vantages. Now forty-three years of age, he had published twenty-nine
immensely popular novels and had tried his hand, with no great suc
cess, at play-writing. He was beginning to seek new material. Within
the past two years he had become interested in Italian history and
had already published several articles on the subject. The research
which he had accomplished for these articles would provide part
of the material for the coming lectures which, as he wrote Mrs.
Gardner, would become part of a non-fiction book on Italy.6 Doubt
lessly Crawford estimated that the lecture tour would afford him a
good return at a minimum output. In addition, the lectures would
keep his name and person before the public across the country thereby
stimulating interest in his previous and future work. Thus it is fair
to conclude that the lecture tour was planned under conditions favor
able for both Pond and Crawford.
The book
Crawford mentioned to Mrs. Gardner eventually
became Ave Roma Immortalis? Although he had been working on
the volume for some time, he had done nothing with it while he was
in New York during the winter of 1896-1897 helping with his un
successful play Dr. Claudius. On March 13, 1897, after he had signed
the contract with Pond, Crawford sailed for his home in Sorrento,
Italy, to complete the projected book on Italy, to prepare for the
lecture tour, and to write another play. His writing program during
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the summer was severely curtailed by the illness of his mother. He
finished neither the book nor the play; and although he did complete
the lectures, he would have cancelled the tour if he could have broken
the contract without heavy financial loss.8 Instead he returned to this
country early in October, 1897, to begin his speaking engagements
under the management of Pond.

II
Major Pond had planned the novelist’s itinerary with considerable
skill. Crawford was to begin with performances before small groups
in the East, make his first appearance in front of a large metropolitan
audience in Chicago, and then return East for lectures to Boston and
New York audiences. In February and early March his tour would
take him as far south as New Orleans and thence to Kansas City and
across the continent, arriving in California during the last week in
March. For the following six weeks he would lecture on the West
Coast and then turn east for engagements along the northern route
until the tour ended in Duluth, Minnesota. Pond later remarked that
this
“one of the most extensive and successful tours I have ever
made with a star.”9
Crawford opened with a lecture before a literary club in Bridge
port, Connecticut, on the night of October 28, 1897. After
engagements in the East, he went to Chicago where he was the guest of
honor at a banquet and a reception given by the Press Club and the
Quadrangle Club.10 He delivered two lectures there at Central Music
Hall—one on November 16, and the other on November 18. In
between these two engagements he addressed the students of Notre
Dame University on November 17. Since the performance in Chicago
represented the first real test of his powers to attract large audiences
in metropolitan centers, Crawford must have been greatly pleased by
the excellent press notices which he received in the Chicago papers11
and by the fact that the New York Herald reprinted virtually his
entire speech at the Press Club banquet.12
Early in December, Crawford was speaking in the Boston area,
familiar territory to him since it was the home of his aunt, Julia
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Ward Howe, at whose home he had lived as a boy and during the
years he was beginning to write his novels. Introduced by the Reverend
Timothy Bresnahan, president of Boston College, Crawford spoke
before a crowded audience at Boston College Hall on December 1.13
The next evening he lectured in Sanders Theatre at Harvard under
the auspices of the Cantabrigia Club.14 Throughout December and
January, he continued to lecture in the East, concluding his perform
ances in this section of the country with talks in New York at the
Astor Gallery of the Astoria on January 7, 1898,15 at Xavier College
on January 31,16 and at the Staten Island Academy on February 1.17
In view of the fact that many of these places were schools, one infers
that his lectures were considered educational as well as entertaining;
indeed, throughout the tour Crawford spoke on many occasions to
students and faculties of educational institutions.

After arranging to meet Major Pond in Kansas City on March 12,
Crawford left for a tour of Southern cities. Very probably this South
ern tour was planned around his participation in the Catholic Winter
School in New Orleans at
the novelist was to give the entire
series of his lectures. He was to be in New Orleans from February
24 to March 1. On the way Crawford was booked for engagements
in Memphis, Tennessee, on February 19; in Louisville, Kentucky,
February 21; and in Nashville, Tennessee, on February 22. Pond had
made the arrangements for Crawford’ appearances very carefully.
In each instance newspaper publicity preceded his arrival; advertise
ments offering reserve seats for fifty cents
inserted in papers the
week before his address—the price in the North had been one dollar—
and a full report of the lecture was carried the following day. After
every performance, a literary, religious, or press club
a reception
in his honor.
By the time he reached Louisville, Crawford was beginning to feel
the strain of the lecture routine. He wrote Mrs. Gardner:
Things go well enough with me. I have big audiences, and
good notices, and people cry “Success” after me,
it were.
I wonder what success means, after all! It certainly does
not mean satisfaction. Like the daughters of the horse
leech, we cry “
give!” and we get, and we want
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more, and nothing satisfies us,—and the higher we climb,
if it is higher—the further the top of “Mount Ambition”
seems to be from us. ... I cannot write more, for the
reporters are bothering me, and I hear a “reception”—a
thing
terror! And a great audience again tonight.18
The Louisville Courier-Journal reported that Library Hall was filled
to capacity that evening.19 At the Vendome in Nashville, the Catholic
clergy occupied all of the boxes on one side of the stage, and the
management sold standing room to demanding patrons. The inevitable
reception followed the lecture.20 Very likely his comments on audi
ences, reporters, and receptions were justified, for in many respects
the tour was a grueling and monotonous routine.

Crawford’s lectures at the Catholic Winter School in New Or
leans constitute the high point of his entire tour. They represent his
most sustained success, for on four evenings he maintained and even
increased the enthusiastic
of a highly critical audience.21 On
the opening night he was introduced as “the greatest living American
novelist.”22 Newspaper accounts of his performances support the
comment made by the reporter for the Daily Picayune in an article
written after the series was completed: “For five days Mr. Crawford
has been in the city, lecturing night after night to the most cultivated
and distinguished audiences, standing room being at a premium. . . .
His leisure hours have all been taken up, the most distinguished social
attentions being lavished upon him, and the best people vying with
one another as to who should have the honor of claiming Mr. Craw
ford for an hour in their homes.”23 The Catholic clergy were
especially lavish in their praises of Crawford’s addresses.
New Orleans, moreover, was the only city visited by Crawford in
he had the opportunity to present his complete lecture course.
He had originally planned four discourses: “Pope Leo XIII and the
Vatican,” “Early Italian Artists,” “The Middle Ages in Rome,” and
“Modern Sicilian Life.” In New Orleans he gave the first three lec
tures, but in place of “Modern Sicilian Life” he substituted by special
request one called “Early Experiences in India and Mr. Isaacs.” This
last lecture which he had developed during the tour from a brief, in
formal talk for banquets and receptions into a lengthy address became,
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with the account of Pope Leo XIII, his most popular subject. It is
unlikely that the lecture on “Modern Sicilian Life” was given during
the entire tour.

Crawford’s New Orleans engagement represented a personal
triumph achieved to a considerable extent through his own determina
tion to succeed. He arrived in the city suffering from a severe cold,
but he refused to postpone his lecture. After his second appearance,
the Daily Picayune reported that “Mr. Crawford was laboring under
a severe attack of grippe and neuralgia and left the lecture hall to go
at once to his hotel and to consult a physician.”24 Regardless of his
physical condition, Crawford finished the series at New Orleans;
moved on to lecture in Corsicana and other cities in Texas; joined
Major Pond in Kansas City; and spoke there on March 12.25 He was
apparently still suffering from a bronchial infection, and he later
told Pond that “he had had two hemorrhages . . . and that his left
lung was very
” but that “he intended to finish the tour no matter
what the sacrifice, if it were possible.”26

Years later, recalling the trip westward from Kansas City, Pond
emphasized the novelist’ cheerfulness and unfailing good humor; but
Crawford’s letters sounded a rather gloomy note. From Colorado
Springs, he wrote Mrs. Gardner:
You have been here, I suppose, and you know what it is
like. Just now it is bleak and desolate, and Pike’s Peak
rather small in the distance, and it is altogether not
to be compared with my expectations, which
founded
on other people’s big talk. I am going steadily on my way,
speaking every night, and I have done it so long now that
things will probably go well to the end, as they generally
do with indestructible people. A different
a different
hall, another audience every night—that is the round. It
would be dreary if I had not a set purpose of doing it—but
. nothing bores one which
means to accomplish, and
ch is hard.27

The difference between the somewhat pessimistic and dreary outlook
which he expressed in his private correspondence and the optimistic
appearance that he presented to his business manager may have been
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due to the ill health which continued to plague him throughout the
lecture tour.
From Colorado Springs, where Crawford spoke before a large
audience on the evening of March 15 at the Temple Theatre,28 the
two men continued their journey across the continent, the novelist lec
turing wherever Pond had scheduled a performance. Most notable
were the engagements at Provo and Salt Lake City, Utah. At Provo,
Crawford gave his speech on “Pope Leo XIII and the Vatican” to
the student body of the Brigham Young Normal
a training
school for Mormon missionaries. Although Crawford was unaccus
tomed to being interrupted while speaking, he was so delighted with
the questions asked by the students that he sent the college a complete
set of his novels.29 At Salt Lake City the Roman Catholic bishop,
four Mormon bishops, and clergymen of all the denominations repre
sented in the city attended his lecture in the Methodist church.30 In his
account of the reception which followed the lecture, Pond stressed the
interdenominational character of Crawford’s appeal:
The reception to the lecturer by the Ladies’ Press Club was
held in the historic Bee-hive House, the former
of
Brigham Young, where Mary Ann Angel,
first, and,
as he claimed in his will, his legitimate wife, and a number
of other wives had lived. Mormons and Gentiles were
about equally represented. Among those present were some
of the prophet’s daughters and many of his grandchildren
and other former polygamous wives. There
army
officers from Fort Douglas, with their wives, the Presby
terian and Episcopalian ministers and their wives, all
mingling with
another without prejudice. From all
appearances they
mutually enjoying the occasion. To
it seemed strange.31

Pond’s observation about the strangeness of the group at the reception
fails to take into account the basis of the novelist’s popularity. Al
though in private life he was a Catholic, his public career had never
been closely associated with religion. Many of his Italian novels, it
is true, contained Catholic characters; but he had never used his
fiction to inculcate or to support a specifically Catholic point of view.
So little publicity had ever been given to
religious affiliation that
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probably very few of his readers were even aware of his religion.
Though the Catholic clergy supported his lectures and his subjects
included Pope Leo XIII, his audiences came to hear him much more
because of his contemporary fame as a great American novelist and
because of a non-sectarian interest in the Pope than because of his
private religious conviction. In a place so remote from the enter
tainment centers of the East as Salt Lake City, such an occasion as
the visit of
Marion Crawford was an event of great importance.

Salt Lake City was merely a prelude to the tremendous reception
Crawford was to receive on the West Coast. His arrival in San
Francisco from Ogden, Utah, was featured with great prominence by
the two leading newspapers, the Chronicle and the Call on March 26.32
The former presented a full column account illustrated with a large
picture of the novelist, the story consisting mainly of a long sketch
of Crawford’s career. The article in the Call, set in double column
width, began by stating, “There
wonderful vitality in Marion
Crawford, whose name, as the writer of many successful novels, is
known from one end of the Union to the other.”33 The newspaper
devoted the remainder of the story to Crawford’s comments about
his lecture tour, the West, and his method of writing; only a brief
portion was biographical. Thereafter both papers printed long and
detailed accounts of the novelist’s lectures.34
Under the auspices of the Young Men’ Institute lecture bureau,
Crawford
three times to large audiences in the California
Theatre of San Francisco. His first lecture, delivered on March 28,
was “Leo XIII and the Vatican.” On the following evening he presented for his second engagement the expanded version of his own
life-story which the San Francisco papers entitled the “Original Mr.
Isaacs’ Early Newspaper Experience in India.” And on March 30, his
final appearance, the title was reported as “Medieval Life in Italy.”
Thus Crawford, with the exception of the lecture on “Early Italian
Artists,” repeated the series that had been received with great en
thusiasm in New Orleans. The order of his subjects in San Francisco
suggests that Crawford himself rated the appeal of his lectures in the
order given and makes it questionable whether he
the lecture on
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“Early Italian Artists” more than a very few times during the entire
tour.
The character of his audiences in San Francisco was typical of
his experience elsewhere on the trip. Reviewing the lecture on “Pope
Leo XIII,” the Chronicle noted the capacity crowd in attendance and
added, “Doubtless the
people had sat many times at the feet of
Crawford, the writer, and the fact that there were other notable, if
less intellectual, attractions in town did not prevent the audience from
being cultured and fashionable. .. .”35 Taking cognizance of the fact
that the Young Men’s Institute was a Catholic organization, the same
paper observed that “the institute, with broad liberality, had invited
men of other faiths to act as vice-presidents. Besides well-known
Catholics, Rabbi Nieto, Julius Kahn and Irving Scott were prominently
placed.”36 To support the contention that the occasion was a fash
ionable one, the reporter wrote that “Representative
occupied
the boxes—the Frank Sullivans, the Casserlys, the De Youngs, the
McDades. Representative men sat upon the stage. . . .”37 The same
paper printed the guest list of the Forum Club
honored Craw
ford at the customary reception. Crawford was treated as a celebrity
of first rank as indeed
was.
The remainder of Crawford’s tour of the West Coast appears to
have been a long succession of triumphs, marred only by his illness.
Major Pond recalled that in San Francisco Crawford told him that the
lung ailment which had been evident as they traveled west from
Kansas City had become increasingly severe and that a physician had
advised him to close the tour and return to New York. At the time
Pond apparently counselled caution pointing out the importance of
health over money, for in his memoirs he wrote, “I cared nothing
whatever as to the business part of it—that never entered my mind;
but I assured Mr. Crawford that I would not be the means of his
breaking down for a dozen fortunes.”38 But Crawford’s daughter
later recalled that the novelist wanted to interrupt the lectures but
that Pond
unwilling to abandon the tour.39 For whatever reason
Crawford did continue the lecture tour speaking in Southern Cali
fornia and then back up the coast to Seattle; Victoria, British Colum
bia; and Portland. At this point he turned back eastward to Helena,
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Montana; Winnipeg, Canada; Fargo, North Dakota; and Duluth,
Minnesota, where, according to Crawford, the tour ended on April
30, 1898.40 Tired from constant lecturing and ill from the lung
ailment that had troubled him ever since he left New Orleans, he
hastened back to New York and from there to his home in Sorrento.

III
By sheer determination Crawford had fulfilled all of his engage
ments, and he had been successful. The chief factor
contributed
to his outstanding success
the content of his lectures. As originally
planned, four of them contained the general theme of Italian life and
art in both the present and the past. Heard in their entirety, they
could have constituted a coherent sequence which would have appealed
to the interest and imagination of Americans at a time when American
tourists in unprecedented numbers were beginning to travel to Europe
in search of culture. But it doubtful that they were ever given as a
complete course. The logical arrangement of his material would have
placed the “Middle Ages in Rome” first, followed in order
“Early
Italian Artists,” “Modern Sicilian Life,” and “Pope Leo XIII and the
Vatican.” This last lecture proved to be so outstanding that Crawford
chose it above the others as his main attraction.41 Second in popularity,
measured by newspaper accounts, was the lecture on Mr. Isaacs, which
had begun as an informal talk about himself. Thus except in such
places as New Orleans and San Francisco where he was asked to give
three or four performances, Crawford delivered the lecture on Pope
XIII; and if he had the opportunity for a second appearance, he
offered the expanded biographical account of his own experiences.
Despite the infrequency with
Crawford delivered the material
on Italian life, contemporary accounts are sufficiently complete to
indicate the principal emphasis of the lecture. He began the address
on the “Middle Ages in Rome” with an account of the desolation of
the city during the time of the Rienzi.42 He placed great emphasis on
the social conditions of the period which he contrasted with those of
modern Rome. He briefly sketched the
of the feudal barons and
the establishment of the house of Colonna, described from first hand
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knowledge several of the castles in and near Rome, and related in some
detail the story of Vittoria Accoramboni. Crawford had a deep, per
sonal interest in the career of Vittoria, for as a boy he had lived in
the Villa Negroni where Francesco Peretti and Vittoria lived after
their marriage. The artistic monuments of the Middle Ages and the
Renaissance he left to his next lecture.
Crawford’s abandonment of the lecture on "Early Italian Artists”
may explain his willingness to permit Book Reviews to publish excerpts
from it while he was still lecturing.43 These excerpts and the full
newspaper account of the address published in the New Orleans Daily
Picayune44 probably
an accurate summary of what Craw
ford said.
His main thesis in this lecture
the superiority of the Italian
Renaissance artists over modern workers. In Book. Reviews, he stated
his premise as follows:
Art is not dependent on the creations of genius
It
is also the result of developing manual skill to the highest
degree. Without genius, works of art might as well be
turned out by machinery; without manual skill, genius
could have no means of expression. As a matter of fact,
in our own time, it is the presence of genius, without
manual skill, or foolishly despising it, that has produced
a sort of school called the impressionist.45

The newspaper reporter for the Daily Picayune probably conveyed
the added forcefulness of Crawford when making the point orally:
He [Crawford] said, in opening, that art was, in a large
degree, dependent upon manual-dexterity, although not
wholly. Lacking the mechanical skill, genius cannot fully
express its ideas. This is seen in the works of modern
impressionist painters, in whose pictures the magnitude of
the conception is often hopelessly in conflict with the
inadequacy of the technical rendition thereof.46

The painters of the Italian Renaissance, suggested Crawford, were
superior to the modern impressionists in the mechanical ability to
draw and paint; and he asserted that the art of the Renaissance was
“higher and nobler than that of to-day” because the artists were “men
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of universal learning and genius.”47 “Nothing was merely for effect,”
he
quoted as saying; “Their art seemed to compare itself with an
ideal future. . . . Modern art is more theatrical. It may be said to
compare itself with an ideal past, and to appeal to men’s eyes.”48
Crawford meant that the modem impressionists sought to capture a
reality that was of necessity in the past; whereas the Renaissance artists
endeavored to express an ideal or vision yet to be realized. The im
pressionists represented the momentary scene; the Renaissance men
expressed man’s idea of moral perfection. From this frame of reference
Crawford examined the lives and work of a number of important
Italian artists. Conservative as this criticism was, it nonetheless re
flected at the turn of the century a widely respected and accepted
point of view.
The comparison between the artists of the past and those of the
present in the lecture on “Early Italian Artists” could have served not
merely as the focal point of that lecture but also as a device for
making a transition from Italian life of the early period to modem
times. Logically the next lecture in the series was that advertised as
“Modern Sicilian Life.” No full account of this lecture has been
found; but as Crawford was leaving New Orleans, a reporter asked
him to comment on the Sicilian character and the Mafia. His reply
probably included the basic points of the lecture he may never have
delivered during the tour. “The Sicilians,” remarked Crawford, “are
the boldest, the strongest, the bravest and the most intelligent of any
other Italians.”49 He pointed to the successful resistance of the
Sicilians against the salt tax as an instance of their independence of
character. The outstanding Sicilians he chose as examples were
Crispi, Rudini, and Cardinal Rampolla. Although Crawford main
tained that he did not know a great deal about the Mafia in Sicily,
defined it as “a sort of universal organized opposition to all gov
ernment whatever, and for the sole advantage of Sicilians.”60
In “Pope Leo XIII and the Vatican,” the fourth lecture dealing
with Italian life, Crawford continued his discussion of modem times,
focusing attention on a great contemporary figure against a back
ground of the past. It was a topic which he was well qualified to dis
cuss
of his long residence in Italy, his friendship with officials
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of the Vatican, and his intensive study of Italian history. The subject
had been in his mind for considerable time. Almost two years before
the lecture tour, he had published in the Century Magazine an article
entitled “Pope Leo XIII and His Household.”51 The very full news
paper accounts of his lecture during the tour strongly suggest that
Crawford used the article in the Century Magazine as the basis for his
analysis of "Pope Leo XIII and the Vatican.” The lecture in turn
served as the essence of the chapter on "Leo the Thirteenth” in Ave
Roma Immortalis, the book
he was completing during the
lecture tour.
There can be little question that the lecture on "Pope Leo XIII
and the Vatican” was the most carefully prepared, the best organized,
and the most striking of the Italian series. In preparing for it Craw
ford divided his material into three rather distinct topics. He began
with a sketch of the political conditions in Europe during the nine
teenth century, paying particular attention to the connections between
European politics and the Catholic Church He concluded this section
of his address by establishing a contrast between the work of Pius IX
and that of Leo XIII, suggesting that with the death of Pius IX an
unprogressive era ended in Rome. Into this frame of reference,
Crawford fitted the second portion of his lecture, which consisted
largely of a biographical sketch of Pope Leo XIII and an elaborate
description of the daily routine of the pontiff. If one can judge from
newspaper accounts, it was this part of Crawford’s speech that was
most admired by his hearers. The third and last section of the lecture
contained an analysis of the Pope’ official life with respect to both
religious and diplomatic activities. Near the end of the lecture Craw
ford emphasized the Pope’s disinclination to interfere with the con
sciences of American Catholics in the matter of voting. Stressing the
Pope’s efforts to formulate a reasoned defense of orderly society
against radical political theories, Crawford concluded:
Leo XIII is at the head of a great body of human thought.
He will not be there when the battle between anarchy and
order is fought, but when the time comes the roads such
men as he have planned are open and broad for the tread
of many feet. The sword they forged is for use by many
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hands and they themselves in their graves have their share
in the victories that humanize mankind.52

Crawford’s audiences must have felt that they were listening to a
man who could at one moment take them inside the Vatican to watch
the Pope as he followed his daily routine and at the next moment
enable them to grasp the significance of the pontiff’s actions in His
torical perspective. As Crawford himself said, it
his most popular
lecture.53 Wherever he delivered it, the audience and the press
responded in flattering terms. When he decided to use it for single
engagements in preference to the other lectures, he undoubtedly made
the best choice.
Second only to the address on the Pope in popularity and fre
quency of delivery was the lecture on “Early Experiences in India
and Mr. Isaacs.” It appealed strongly to the thousands of Crawford’s
readers who were interested not only in the novels but also in the man
wrote them. Brief sketches of the novelist’s career had appeared
in various newspapers and periodicals, but never before had the auto
biographical background of Crawford’s first novel, Mr. Isaacs: A
Tale of Modern India (1882), been narrated in such detail as Craw
ford presented to his listeners during his lecture tour. In a speech
lasting an hour and a half, he recounted for his hearers how his
interest in a Sanskrit grammar had led him to India where he hoped
to continue his studies. His finances soon became exhausted; and he
was about to enlist in the British army when almost miraculously he
was offered a position in Allahabad as editor of the Indian Herald.
While editing this paper, he met the celebrated Mr. Jacob, an Indian
diamond merchant, who subsequently became the original of Mr.
Isaacs, the hero of Crawford’s novel. After discussing the exploits of
Mr. Jacob, Crawford related the circumstances which prompted his
uncle, Samuel Ward, to suggest that Crawford write a novel based
on the Jacob story.
With the record of his adventures in India, Crawford skillfully
interspersed accounts of the almost phenomenal feats of magic which
he had seen performed by Indian conjurers. He explained the cele
brated mango-seed trick and the equally famous Indian rope trick
on the grounds of mass hypnotism. He asserted that Madame Blavat
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sky was responsible for the belief that these and other incidents of
Indian magic were manifestations essential to Eastern occultism. The
novelist admitted, however, that the teachings of the well known
theosophist had probably suggested to him portions of his novel. His
conclusion,
seemed fully evident from the content of the lec
turer, was that “there was very little fiction that was absolutely
destitute of facts.”54

IV
The critical enthusiasm which Crawford’s lectures received from
the press during
lecture tour in 1897-1898 must have been a source
of great satisfaction to Crawford and to Major Pond. Six years
earlier, when Crawford under Pond’s management had given readings
from his novels, the critics had been blunt in their remarks. In 1892
the Boston Evening Transcript had noted that “it may as well be said
at once that as a reader . . . Mr. Crawford has precisely the abilities
and claims, and no other, of any well-bred and intelligent gentleman
who may pick up a book from a drawing-room table and read a
chapter or two to his friends.”55 And the critic added, “he has not,
yet, outgrown the exceedingly primitive idea that intense feeling is
invariably to be indicated by raising the voice.”56 The Brooklyn
Daily Eagle with equal brutality had declared: “The matter of the
reader was brilliant and dramatic; the manner was decidedly lacking
in these qualities. He reads with all the stiffness and awkwardness of
an Englishman having one voice for all the characters and being
incapable of doing his own works anything like justice.”57 The re
porter added a comment that went directly to the source of Crawford’s
appeal in 1892: “However, the audience had not come to hear an
elocutionist but to listen to a great novelist reading brilliant passages
from his own works.”58
Although there can be little doubt that many persons came to
hear Crawford lecture in the winter of 1897-1898 because they felt
he was, as the San Francisco Chronicle said, “the first novelist of
America,”59 it is nevertheless true that Crawford at this time was
fully adequate as a lecturer. Initially, his appearance was in his favor,
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for as one observer noted, he was “a man of commanding presence.”60
Another reporter commented: “Personally Crawford
a handsome,
impressive man. He is tall but so broad shouldered that he does not
give the impression of height. He has strong, well-shaped hands. . . .
His eyes are frank and pleasant, and his smile is ready and illuminat
ing.”61 His delivery was not dramatic, yet it was often called eloquent
in its simplicity and straightforwardness. The following account from
the Chronicle, though fuller than most comments, is representative of
the evaluations of his delivery:
He is not a magnetic speaker, for he is cool, unimpassioned
and deliberate. But he has a fine presence, unstudied
gestures, expressive hands, a good voice magnificently
handled, an open face that changes expression with every
sentence, and, above all, a stock of fine, pure English,
and an elevated, though
style that places him high
among lecturers. His sentences are perfectly formed and
balanced, and there is not a single excrescence left un
polished. Yet he is never elocutionary. He is at all times
a master of English prose, with a wide and deep vocabulary,
and a faculty of vivid, terse description.62

The total impression one receives
that Crawford was an effective
lecturer, a good talker, a superb story-teller but by no means a pro
fessional entertainer, cushion-thumper, or dramatic orator. That he
had vastly improved over his performances in 1892 is apparent from
the press notices that were almost without exception favorable criti
cisms of his style of speaking.63
Crawford’s achievements in his lecture tour of 1897-1898 were
not reached without serious cost to himself. From
New Orleans
appearances to the conclusion of the tour, he suffered from a lung ail
ment that
steadily worse; and when he returned to Italy in
May, 1898, his health had been permanently injured. Months later he
wrote Major Pond that if they ever again undertook such a tour, he
would “take a patent reversible, india-rubber coffin which can be used
as a bath, overcoat, or pulpit, and can be hermetically sealed
as to
bring the lecturer home on ice from the point at which he dies!”64
Despite his light tone, one surmises that Crawford knew he would
never lecture again.
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The long trip
the continent was certainly not without positive
results, some of which may have been very influential upon Crawford’s
later career. The financial returns from the venture were probably
considerable. But of much greater consequence was the inference,
which must have
inescapable to such a man
Crawford, that
the popularity of the lectures on Italian life indicated the existence
of a large audience responsive to historical, and particularly, to Italian
historical subjects. Since 1896 Crawford had been publishing nonfictional articles about Rome, and he was incorporating a number of
them with only slight
into Ave Roma Immortalis65 the book
which he was finishing while making the lecture tour. Since he was
beginning to tire of writing novels, he was seeking new material; and
his inclination towards history may have been strengthened or perhaps
confirmed by the reception of his lectures. This conclusion takes on
additional validity in the light of the fact that a few months after
Crawford returned to Italy he remarked that he had been selected to
write the official life of Pope Leo XIII.66 He never published this
biography, but from the winter of 1897-1898 the emphasis of his
literary activities shifted from fiction to history. Subsequently he did
write a number of historical volumes, and at the time of his death in
1909 he was preparing a multi-volume history of Rome in the Middle
Ages.
In addition to its significance in the novelist’s career, Crawford’s
lecture tour provides an excellent illustration of what was happening
to the lyceum movement during the later part of the nineteenth cen
tury. Since 1875 Major Pond and his associates had been steadily
increasing the entertainment appeal of the lecture platform and at the
same time decreasing its educational value. By Crawford’s day it was
more inportant for the successful lecturer to delight than to instruct.
By feeding the American hunger for the far away places of Italy and
India, Crawford did instruct, but his instruction was often incidental
to the entertainment.

{

1Research for this article has been made possible partially through a grant from the
faculty committee on research of the University of Mississippi. Quotations from the
letters of Francis Marion Crawford to Mrs. Isabella Stewart Gardner have been made
with the permission of the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, Boston, Massachusetts.
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5Letter to Mrs. Isabella Stewart Gardner, March 1, 1897, in the Isabella Stewart
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6Ibid.
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8Letter to Mrs. Isabella Stewart Gardner, August 13, 1897, in the Isabella Stewart
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loSee Chicago Tribune, November
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1897, p. 8.
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1898, p. 5; Crawford spoke for the benefit
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18Letter to Mrs. Isabella Stewart Gardner, February 21, 1898, quoted by permission
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he spoke on “Early Italian Artists”; on February 26, he presented “The Middle Ages
in Rome”; and on February 28, he gave his lecture on “Early Experiences in India
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24New Orleans Daily Picayune, February 27, 1898, p. 9.

25For an account of this lecture, see Kansas City Star, March 13, 1898, p. 2.
26Pond, Eccentricities of Genius, p. 462.
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29, 1898, p. 11; San Francisco Chronicle, March 30, 1898, p. 5; San Francisco Call,
March 30, 1898, p. 5; and San Francisco Chronicle, March 31, 1898, p. 9; advertise
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45The Early Italian Artists,” p. 255.
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56lbid.
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61San Francisco Chronicle, March 26, 1898, p. 9.
62San Francisco Chronicle, March 29, 1898, p. 11.
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him a “deliciously distorted American who looks like a boulevardier, talks like a
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64Pond, Eccentricities of Genius, p. 464.
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1896), 322-340; “Pope Leo XIII and His Household,” The Century Magazine, LI,
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Stewart Gardner Museum, Boston, Massachusetts.

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/ms_studies_eng/vol1/iss1/8

20

